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Husband’s and Wife’s Culture
Participation and their Levels of
Education: A Case of Male
Dominance?
Michel Van Berkel and Nan Dirk De Graaf
University of Nijmegen
In this study we seek to broaden the debate on women and class analysis to married
women’s and men’s educational attainment, and its impact on cultural behaviour.
Analogous to the earlier discussion, the question is raised whether the husband’s
education dominates his wife’s behaviour. First, to examine spouses’ interdependent
cultural behaviour, we apply a simultaneous equation model. Our analysis, based on
longitudinal data from Dutch household surveys, shows some evidence of a declining
male dominance across cohorts. The findings also suggest that the total effect of the
wife’s education on her husband’s cultural behaviour has increased over time. Second,
we apply diagonal reference models to study educationally mixed couples more elab-
orately by testing several interaction effects. Although both women’s and men’s relative
positions are associated with a differential sahence of the spouse’s education, there is no
evidence indicating that the lower educated spouse is primarily ’borrowing’ from his or
her higher educated partner. Instead of such a ’status maximimization’ effect the higher
educated spouse adapts more strongly to the lower educated spouse. In particular,
women in the oldest cohort seem to be characterized by this ’status minimization’. The
theoretical implications of these findings are discussed.
Michel Van Berkel, University of Nijmegen, Department of Sociology, P.O. Box 9104,
6500 HE Nijmegen, The Netherlands.
In a recent review of the literature Sorensen
(1994) summarized some major insights
from the debate on women and class analy-
sis. Initially, this debate undoubtedly
reflected the feminist critique on the
exclusion of women from stratification
research (Acker 1973). Later, challenged
by increasing levels of female labour-force
participation, strong disagreement
emerged about the common practice of
classifying families according to the position
of the male ’head’ only (Britten & Heath
1983; Goldthorpe 1983, 1984; Erikson
1984; Heath & Britten 1984; Stanworth
1984; Crompton & Mann 1986). Sharing
similar life opportunities or material cir-
cumstances, members of the same family
have usually been treated as equals. How-
ever, within this household approach the
CD Scandinavian Sociological Association, 1995
characteristics of the male are implicitly
assumed to be dominant. Apart from the
question what should be the unit of strati-
fication, the family or the individual, one
of the still most important issues is the
wife’s relative contribution to life chances,
interests and standards of living that charac-
terize a household as a whole (see also:
Sorensen & McLanahan 1987; Van Berkel
& De Graaf 1995).
Sorensen concluded that ’the empirical
evidence is to some extent in favor of the
conventional approach, and its use in
empirical research probably has not
resulted in serious misrepresentations’, but
also that ’nonetheless, there seem to be
sufficient grounds for recommending a
change in the procedure for determining
a family’s class position in future studies’
(Sorensen 1994:45). These grounds are to
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be found in studies on subjective class
identification and voting behaviour, which
show that women’s own class positions do
influence their attitudes and sometimes
even to a larger extent than do their
husbands’ positions (Abbot 1987; Davis &
Robinson 1988; Leiulfsrud & Woodward
1989; De Graaf & Heath 1992; Hayes &
Jones 1992; Baxter 1994). In this article,
we seek to extend the ongoing discussion
by moving to another dimension of social
stratification, educational attainment.
Nowadays women seem to be less charac-
terized by the fact that they have lower
social positions than men, although even
within the higher strata they are still often
in a less fortunate position than men (e.g.,
Lesser Blumberg 1978; Sewell, Hauser &
Wolf 1980; Treiman & Hartman 1983; Reid
& Stratta 1989). Generally speaking, for
the study of gender inequality it is impor-
tant to compare not only women’s indi-
vidual positions with those of men, but also
the positions of wives with those of their
husbands. We apply this idea to educational
attainment. Unlike occupation, an analysis
based on education has the advantage that
there is no problem in allocating a position
to women. At some point in time both men
and women will have achieved a certain
level of education that, together with their
occupation and income, is a major deter-
minant of their position in the stratification
system. Analogous to the debate on class
analysis, we raise the central question
whether the education of the husband still
dominates his wife’s behaviour. Since mar-
ried women’s social positions - as also indi-
cated by their achieved level of education -
have improved over time, this question
becomes more pertinent.
In what follows we narrow this issue to
questions about education and culture par-
ticipation, the latter being treated as one of
the possible areas in which this type of male
dominance might occur. In most Western
societies the participation in so-called high-
brow culture is a very exclusive form of
consumption. Generally, the higher a
person’s education, the more likely it is
that this person visits theatre performances,
museums, classical concerts, and so forth.
Various research has shown the strong
association with educational attainment,
while income or occupation turns out to
be less important (e.g., Ganzeboom 1984,
1989; Knulst 1989). Our objective is to
examine whether and to what extent the
education of the husband is a dominant
factor for his wife’s cultural behaviour. This
is not a question of how to classify married
couples along an educational hierarchy, but
a question of what happens when persons
with different levels of education are part
of the same household.
A general idea about why education is
so strongly associated with high cultural
behaviour is that to appreciate cultural per-
formances one needs a certain level of
knowledge. This knowledge is accumulated
via formal education, while higher educated
people are also more encouraged to engage
in the arts. Besides the role of individual
preferences, cognitive skills, and capacities,
education is seen as an important resource
for the attainment or consolidation of social
status by way of such activities as cultural
participation (Collins 1971). However, fol-
lowing Weber ([1921] 1971), the amount of
resources does not only depend on one’s
own social position, but also on the position
of individuals in one’s direct social environ-
ment.
1. Does the husband’s
education dominate?
Earlier studies have clearly indicated that
the education of the spouse is almost as
good in predicting one’s level of culture
participation as one’s own education (e.g.,
De Graaf & Ganzeboom 1990; De Graaf
1991; Ultee & De Graaf 1991). Some read-
ers might interpret this predictive power in
terms of partner selection mechanisms in
the marriage market (Kalmijn 1991; Mare
1991). Although people are inclined to
choose a partner who is similar in some
characteristics, this does not clarify the
issue under study; a family’s cultural behav-
iour dominated by the male education. De
Graaf & Ganzeboom (1990) have shown
that the effect of the husband’s education
on the culture participation of his wife is
stronger than vice versa. While analysing
the same data, De Graaf (1991) found that
the male is no longer dominant if one not
only controls for age, but also for income
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and the number of children in the house-
hold. Given the expansion of women’s edu-
cation, it is conceivable that their husband’s
level of education has become less or even
no longer dominant over time. In turn, for
men we can expect an increasing import-
ance of their wives’ educational levels.
To explain this type of male dominance
we could follow a status interpretation
(e.g., Ganzeboom 1982). We may hypo-
thesize that because of relatively lower
levels of education married women tend to
’borrow’ from their husbands’ higher edu-
cational positions. Davis & Robinson
(1988) examined the same type of ’status
maximization’ effect on the class identi-
fications of married men and women in the
United States. They did so by looking at
couples in which the wife had a higher
educational, occupational or income posi-
tion than her husband. No general evidence
was found that these husbands attached
greater importance to the wife’s charac-
teristics. Similar results pertain to various
studies of intergenerational mobility, which
postulated status maximization as well
(e.g., Lipset 1960; De Graaf, Nieuwbeerta
& Heath 1995;). In the present study we
examine the relative salience of the spouse’s
education, not only when the wife’s position
is higher, but also when the husband’s posi-
tion is higher - traditionally, by far the
more common situation. As it does more
frequently happen that the wife’s education
is higher than that of the husbands, an
analysis of mixed couples should include
trends.
Opposed to a status interpretation, pre-
dicting that the highest education has the
strongest effect, we can focus on the poten-
tial sacrifices in a situation of ’adjustment’
for educationally mixed marriages. What
happens when a person with a lower edu-
cation marries a higher educated person?
While the structure of adult friendships
shows that especially people with the same
level of education tend to associate with
each other (Verbrugge 1977), it is doubtful
whether these friends and acquaintances
will ’accept’ an adjustment to a higher level
of culture participation. If the same logic
applies to the spouse, embedded in a high
cultural environment, these effects should
level each other out. However, given that
a certain degree of education is also a pre-
requisite to enjoy highbrow culture, more
highly educated persons might tend to
adjust themselves more easily (cf. Scitovsky
1976). There is some evidence that instead
of status maximization a kind of ’status
minimization’ characterizes the interactions
influencing the patterns of cultural con-
sumption (De Graaf 1991). For the issue
under study here, the question then is: Do
such effects apply to men and women in the
same way? It will be shown below that by
using so-called diagonal reference models
we have a powerful tool for testing such
specific hypotheses about educational
heterogeneity.
A serious drawback of previous research
is the lack of attention to how the spouse’s
education affects one’s cultural behaviour.
Especially regarding the visits to cultural
activities outside the home one observes a
very strong association between the
husband’s and wife’s levels of participation.
This reveals not only a tendency to spend
available leisure time together, but prob-
ably also encouragement and discour-
agement to exhibit a specific type of
behaviour. In this sense, the effect of the
spouse’s education mainly operates via his
or her cultural behaviour. As we move from
analysing the individual to analysing both
spouses’ behaviour simultaneously, ’cross-
spouse’ educational effects emerge, which
primarily are indirect. Hence, we may best
start to examine male dominance by com-
paring the total effects of the husband’s and
wife’s education on their interdependent
cultural behaviour. Unlike other studies
which seemed to imply such a behavioural
mechanism focusing on the individual, we
will explicitly incorporate both spouses’ cul-
ture participation in a model applicable to
the household as a whole. Because of com-
paring the total educational effects, this
model may assume that only the own edu-
cation directly influences the husband’s or
wife’s cultural behaviour.
The outline of our empirical analysis is
as follows. First, we apply a simultaneous
equation model in which both the husband’s
and the wife’s level of culture participation
are included. Second, we apply diagonal
reference models to study in a more elab-
orate way educationally mixed marriages.
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Before turning to a further discussion of
these models and the results, we will des-
cribe the data and the control variables
used.
2. Data and measures
We analyse a pooled data set from a longi-
tudinal Dutch research project on the use
of services. The set consists of national
representative household samples. The
data were gathered in 1979, 1983 and 1987
(Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau 1988).
From a total of 13,816 households, in which
both husband and wife were questioned
independently, we selected those between
25 and 75 years of age and we dropped
those with a missing value on either of the
variables. This resulted in 9,365 house-
holds.3 To study trends over time we con-
structed three birth cohorts on the basis
of the wife’s year of birth. These are the
households in which the wife was born
before 1935 (N = 3,100), between 1935 and
1949 (N = 3,540), and after 1949 (N =
2,725). Because the data set covers surveys
at different points in time we can control
for certain age effects within each cohort.4 4
To do so, we simply take the wife’s age,
which is coded in years (25 through 74).
The husband’s and wife’s cultural behav-
iour is measured by means of a seven-point
scale. The scale refers to the level of par-
ticipation in six cultural activities over the
last 12 months. The activities include: vis-
iting theatres for plays, theatres for cabaret,
concerts of classical music or opera,
museums, galleries of arts, and cinemas.
Reading behaviour, which is usually
included in scales like this, has been left
out, since the data only covered the number
of books available in the household.5
The husband’s and wife’s education is
measured by a combination of two edu-
cational classifications: highest achieved
level of general education and highest
achieved level of vocational training. They
are coded as: (1) primary, (2) lower
vocational, (3) intermediate secondary, (4)
intermediate vocational and higher general,
(5) higher vocational, and (6) university.6 6
With respect to educational heterogeneity
there is a clear difference between the old-
est cohort in which 52 per cent of the mar-
riages are mixed and the two younger
cohorts in which 63 and 62 per cent of the
marriages are mixed. The percentage of
couples in which the wife has a higher edu-
cation than her husband increases from 10
per cent in the oldest cohort to 18 per cent
in the second cohort, and to 33 per cent in
the youngest cohort (see also the Appendix:
Table Al).
The following household characteristics
are included as control variables: household
income, level of urbanization, the presence
of children in the household, and wife’s
age. Household income can be expected to
have a positive effect on the husband’s and
wife’s level of culture participation. The
amount of available household income, on
a yearly basis, is coded in five categories
(lowest through highest).’ Couples living in
larger cities can be expected to benefit from
the fact that there are more cultural facili-
ties in their immediate environment.
Households in municipalities with more
than 50,000 inhabitants are coded as (1),
and the remaining ones as (0). While the
former characteristics most likely have a
positive effect on spouses’ cultural con-
sumption, the presence of children in the
household is expected to have a negative
effect. Actually, we expect that the pres-
ence of very young children has the strong-
est negative effect on spouses’ cultural
behaviour. A first dummy variable refers
to the presence of one or more children
below the age of five, while a second indi-
cates the presence or absence of children
aged 5 through 11. Moreover, since the care
of children is a task predominantly carried
out by women, we also expect the wife’s
level of culture participation to be affected
more by the presence of children than the
husband’s level of culture participation 8
3. Spouses’ interdependent
cultural behaviour
To answer the question whether and to
what extent male dominance occurs, we
first compare the total effects of the
husband’s and wife’s education on their
interdependent cultural behaviour. As
stated in our theoretical outline, a model
is needed that incorporates both spouses’
levels of culture participation. For this pur-
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Fig. 1. Simultaneous equation model for spouses’ levels of culture participation.
pose we apply a simultaneous equation
model. A graphical representation of this
model can be found in Figure 1.9
3.1. Testing structural equalities
To start with, we used a so-called multi-
group approach to detect differences and
similarities across the three birth cohorts. A
multigroup approach facilitates the analysis
of data from several samples or groups,
testing models for each group with some
or all parameters constrained to be equal
across the groups (Joreskog & S6rbom
1989:255). Separate covariance matrices for
each cohort were constructed and analysed
(see the Appendix: Table A2). The results,
listed in Table 1, show that there are some
structural equalities within and across
cohorts, allowing for a more parsimonious
representation of the data
As far as the control variables are con-
cerned, we can be brief. The effects of
household income do not differ substan-
tially between husband and wife. For
urbanization this appears only so in the
oldest cohort. The effects of the presence
of children are expected to be different for
husband and wife. It seems that this is only
the case for very young children. Moreover,
a significant difference can only be found
in the youngest cohort. Across-cohorts dif-
ferences are not very apparent for the
effects of household income. The same
holds for the effect of urbanization on the
husband’s level of culture participation. For
the presence of children in the older age
group there are also no large differences
across cohorts.
Turning to the relations that have our
theoretical interest, we tested whether the
effects of education mediated by spouses’
cultural behaviour substantially differ
between husband and wife. The results of
constraining this part of the model are pre-
sented in the lower half of Table 1. The g2
difference test indicates that there is no
overall equality: with no difference within
each cohort the model gains six degrees of
freedom but suffers from a loss in g2 of
28.84. However, another test showed that
there is equality in the youngest cohort.
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Given these findings, we tested whether
the effects of the husband’s education and
culture participation on his wife’s behaviour
do not vary across cohorts. We find no
support for such a pattern. The same type
of constraint is also tested for the wife’s
influence on her husband’s cultural behav-
iour. Although the loss in g2 is less, it is still
large enough to be significant at the 5 per
cent level. Hence, the effects on both hus-
band and wife appear to vary across
cohorts. The X2 statistic of the resulting
model amounts to 15.19 with 17 degrees of
freedom.ll The corresponding parameter
estimates show a strong interdependency
between spouses’ cultural behaviour, with
a rather large difference in favour of the
husband for the oldest cohort, declining
to a situation of balance for the youngest
cohort (for these estimates see the Appen-
dix : Table A3).
3.2. Comparing total effects
To what extent does the education of the
husband dominate his wife’s cultural behav-
iour ? The total effects of the husband’s and
wife’s education, resulting from the model
above, are listed in Table 2. In the oldest
cohort the husband’s education seems to be
dominant. For the wife’s cultural behaviour
we observe that the husband’s education
has an effect of 0.243, while her own edu-
cation has an effect of 0.207. For the hus-
band his own education is about twice as
important as his wife’s education (0.292
versus 0.142). For the husband’s culture
participation in the second cohort the own
education is still more important (0.258 ver-
sus 0.186), for the wife the total effect of
her spouse’s education is now about the
same as the effect of the own education
(0.224 versus 0.249). In the youngest cohort
there is no difference left between the hus-
band and wife, one’s own education being
more important than the education of the
spouse (a total effect of 0.245 versus a total
effect of 0.190). To summarize: we find
some evidence of declining male dominance
across cohorts. The husband’s education
has a decreasing influence on the wife’s
cultural behaviour, while for the husband
his wife’s education has become more
important.
Some other findings refer to household
characteristics included in our analysis as
control variables. The total effects on
spouses’ levels of culture participation are
also listed in Table 2. Households with one
or more children under age five participate
much less in high cultural activities. In the
second cohort the total effects are about
- 0.20. In the youngest cohort, consisting
of many couples who experience parent-
hood for the first time, the effects are even
stronger, and also different for husband and
wife as expected. The presence of older
children has no effect or only a small effect.
Household income has clear though minor
positive effects on spouses’ levels of culture
participation. In the second and third
cohort the total effects of living in a larger
municipality vary, but are positive as
expected. We find no significant effects of
urbanization in the oldest cohort. Fur-
thermore, the estimates for the wife’s age
indicate that there are almost no strong age
effects within the three cohorts.
The results of applying this simultaneous
equation model to spouses’ interdependent
cultural behaviour show that male dom-
inance only occurs in the oldest cohort.
For later cohorts the total effect of the
husband’s education is either about the
same or less than the total effect of the
wife’s own education. In the next section
we examine educationally mixed couples
more elaborately.
4. Culture participation and
mixed marriages
To capture specific interaction effects
underlying spouses’ cultural behaviour we
apply diagonal reference models as intro-
duced by Sobel (1981).12 Diagonal ref-
erence models offer us an appropriate
design for studying to what extent edu-
cationally heterogamous individuals tend to
exhibit a cultural behaviour typical of their
own educational level, and of the edu-
cational level of their spouses. De Graaf &
Heath (1992) have shown the merit of these
models for testing specific hypotheses about
class heterogeneity within households. For
a more detailed argument we refer to their
contribution in Acta Sociologica, and also
to Sorensen (1994:41-42).
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Table 2. Total effects of spouses’ education and household characteristics for the constrained model (r
15.19 df 17 from Table 1). Standard errors in parentheses.
Note: Cohort 1: wife born before 1935 (N = 3,100), Cohort 2: wife born between 1935 and 1949
(N = 3,540), Cohort 3: wife born after 1949 (N = 2,725).
Source: Additional Investigation into Use of Social and Cultural Facihties, AVO 1979/1983/1987.
* 
significant p < 0.05 ** significant p < 0.01.
Applying these models to educational
heterogeneity, the levels of culture par-
ticipation of spouses with similar edu-
cational levels are used as a starting-point.
Each of these ’diagonal cells’ represents the
level of culture participation of a typical
educational category, not biased by the
level of participation of other categories.
Furthermore, in these categories persons
can logically not be influenced by the edu-
cation of the spouse since they have the
same education. Of course, this does not
mean that these spouses do not influence
each other, but that is not the issue here.
Given that there is no reason to assume
a different relation between our control
variables and the level of culture par-
ticipation for each diagonal cell, the base-
line diagonal reference model with 1
covariates can be written as follows (Sobel
1985; Sorensen 1989):
Y’jk = P* a~ + (1-P)* a, + }:.fJ¡* X’jkl + liqk
Two reference values have to be examined
for the cultural behaviour of ’off-diagonal’
women: (1) the expected value for their
own educational level, cr&dquo; weighted by p,
and (2) the expected value for the edu-
cational level of their husbands, £lí,
weighted by (1-p).&dquo; By applying the same
formula to the cultural behaviour of men,
we can compare women who have a lower
or higher education than their husbands
with men who have a lower or higher edu-
cation than their wives. This means that we
analyse women and men separately with
identical models. The estimated relative
weights are being controlled for a set of I
covariates with A effect parameters. As
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before we include household income, level
of urbanization, presence of children, and
the wife’s age. Some extra parameters are
added to the controls. These parameters
allow for cohort specific covariation of the
wife’s age, level of urbanization, and the
presence of children under age five. The
models also control for overall differences
in the level of culture participation across
the three birth cohorts.
4.1. Model testing
With six parameters for the diagonal, one
weight parameter p, and 13 parameters for
the covariates, the baseline model uses 20
degrees of freedom. The general fit stat-
istics for both women and men are pre-
sented in Table 3. To test the hypothesis
that the highest education will be more
salient, following the idea of status maxi-
mization, we have to distinguish the upper
and lower off-diagonal cells in a table of
the husband’s and wife’s education. Our
second diagonal reference model incor-
porates such a distinction in a parsimonious
way. It also uses only 20 degrees of
freedom. The relative weight of one’s edu-
cation is modelled as p or (1-p) depending
on which spouse has the highest education.
We just take the baseline model in case
the own education is the higher one, while
inverting the weights p and (1-p) in case the
spouse’s education is the higher one (see
Model B in Table 3). For men we find no
indication that this second model is more
appropriate. However, we do find a lower
residual mean square for women.
Next, we turn to a less restrictive, asym-
metrical model. It uses one degree of free-
dom extra via the weight parameters r and
(1-r) instead of the inverse (1-p) and p
(Model C in Table 3). This version of dif-
ferentiating salience also yields a lower
residual mean square for the level of culture
participation of men. However, the like-
lihood ratio test 14 points out that the
improvement of the fit is statistically not
significant at the 5 per cent level. Hence,
the baseline model is still to be preferred.
For women we find no significant improve-
ment compared to the second model.
Before drawing any conclusion we have to
consider trends over time. The previous
models did not take the relatively improved
position of married women into account.
For both men and women it can be expected
that the salience of the wife’s education has
increased, while the salience of the
husband’s education has remained the same
or decreased. Interestingly, such a process
of ’feminization’ (De Graaf & Heath
1992:314) could also be driven by status
maximization effects. The larger the pro-
portion of women with a higher educational
level than their husbands, the more often
it is that the female position counts most.
To test for trends across cohorts we
added a linear trend parameter to the origi-
nal first three diagonal reference models
(Models A, B and C changing into D, E and
F). With these specifications the relative
weight coefficients vary with 6 across
cohorts. For women we find some improve-
ment for both the symmetrical p and the
asymmetrical p and r model (Models E and
F). In both cases they are not statistically
significant at the 5 per cent level, saying
that our expectation of a trend falls short.
However, for men we do find a substantially
lower residual in case of the asymmetrical
p and r model (Model F). The X2 difference
amounts to 7.60 with two degrees of free-
dom which is significant at the 5 per cent
level. The last three models listed in Table
3 include a nonlinear trend. Instead of one
parameter 6 there are two parameters to
account for possible differences across
cohorts (Models G, H and I). None of
them, either for women or men, results in
a better representation of the data. 15
4.2. Comparing the relative weights
The parameter estimates of the baseline
and best-fitting models (Model B for
women, Model F for men) can be seen in
Table 4. For women the relative salience
of their own education and that of their
husband depends on which of the spouses
has the higher position. The estimate of
0.393 for p surprisingly contradicts the idea
of status maximization. Women having a
higher education than their husband seem
to have a cultural behaviour that is more
common for their husbands’ lower edu-
cational group (weighted by 0.607) than for
their own (weighted by 0.393). In turn, for
couples where their husbands have a higher
education the women seem to take their
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Table 3. Diagonal reference models for the relative salience of one’s own education and the education
of the spouse. Residual mean squares and i differences.
Note: Models shown refer to women. All of them fit six parameters (&oelig;ll-l166) for the diagonal
reference intercepts and 12 #-coefficients for the control variables, defined as: A AGE + #2
AGECOH2 + A AGECOH3 + ~4 INC + #5 URB + P6 URBCOH2 + ~7 URBCOH3 + f3s CHlcoH2 + f39
CHlCOH3 + Ao CH2 + A, coH2 + ~Z COH3 (N = 9365). HED: husband’s education, WED wife’s educa-
tion, COH: birth cohorts wife (1 = before 1935, 2 = 1935-1949, 3 = after 1949), AGE: wife’s age,
AGECOH2: wife’s age cohort 2, AGECOH3: wife’s age cohort 3, INC: household income, ults: urbanization,
ultscoH2: urbanization cohort 2, URBCOH3: urbanization cohort 3, CH1coH2: children aged 0-4 cohort
2, CHlCOH3: children aged 0-4 cohort 3, CH2: children aged 5-11, coH2: cohort 2, COH3: cohort 3.
Source: Additional Investigation into Use of Social and Cultural Facilities, AVO 1979/1983/1987.
* 
significant p < 0.05.
own educational level more into account.
Hence, we find no indication that under
such circumstances the characteristic of the
spouse plays a dominant role.
The findings for men, according to Model
F, are far more complex. Here we have to
look at p in case their own education is
higher and at r in case their wife’s education
is higher, while both estimates are to be
adjusted by the linear trend parameter 8. In
the oldest cohort it seems that the cultural
behaviour of men, either with a higher or
lower education than their spouses, mainly
reflects their own educational category, the
weights being 0.623 (p) and 0.786 (r). This
also contradicts a status maximization
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Table 4. Parameters of diagonal reference models presented in Table 3. Standard errors in parentheses.
Note: See Table 3 for abbreviations used.
Source: Additional Investigation into Use of Social and Cultural Facilities, AVO 1979/1983/1987.
* 
significant p < 0.05, * * significant p < 0.01.
effect. The latter coefficient is much larger.
Furthermore, across cohorts the weights
most of all imply an increased salience of
the education of their wives. Higher edu-
cated men weigh their wives’ lower edu-
cation by 0.38 in the oldest cohort, 0.44 in
the second cohort, and 0.50 in the youngest
cohort. 16 A similar pattern applies to
couples in which the wife’s education is the
higher one, the weights increasing from
0.21 in the oldest cohort to 0.28 in the
second and 0.34 in the youngest cohort.
The estimates of the covariates, shown
in the lower half of Table 4, are quite com-
patible with the results of the simultaneous
equation model. There are substantial
negative effects of having children under
age five. Other household characteristics
are less associated with spouses’ levels of
culture participation. The parameter esti-
mates controlling for overall differences in
the level of culture participation across
cohorts are all non-significant.
In Figure 2 we have summarized the find-
ings of using diagonal reference models.
Generally speaking, there seems to be no
evidence that lower educated women are
more likely to ’borrow’ from their
husbands’ higher educational positions.
Neither do relatively lower positioned men
take their wife’s education more into
account. The salience of the education of
the spouse appears to be dependent on the
relative position, for women and men alike,
but to reflect ’status minimization’ rather
than status maximization. As shown in
Figure 2 such effects do not apply to men
and women in entirely the same way. Men
who are more highly educated than their
wives tend to give in less than women who
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Fig. 2. Relative salience of the spouse’s education for the cultural behaviour of married men and women.
are more highly educated than their hus-
bands, although across cohorts the wife’s
education does become more important.
5. Conclusions and discussion
In this article we have tried to broaden
the ongoing discussion on women and class
analysis to another major stratification indi-
cator, educational attainment. Such an
extension originates from a more general
question relating to gender inequality, that
is: to what extent do the husband’s charac-
teristics still dominate his wife’s behaviour
in different areas of life? With education
as the characteristic under study we have
presented an analysis of the participation
in so-called highbrow culture, treated as
one area in which this type of male dom-
inance might operate. This kind of behav-
iour, which many relate to ’high status’, is
barely covered in the literature on gender
inequality.
While it has become very common to
examine husband’s and wife’s relative posi-
tions in the class structure it is also relevant
to focus on their education, especially if it
is education rather than occupation that
makes the difference. In effect, the cultural
activities outside the home seem to be pre-
dominantly a domain of the highly educated
public. Generally, the higher a person’s
level of education, the more likely it is that
this person will visit theatres, museums and
concert halls. For married persons also the
education of the spouse is likely to influence
one’s cultural behaviour.
To what extent, then, is the education of
the husband a dominant factor for the wife’s 
cultural behaviour? To answer this question
we analysed a model in which the inter-
dependency between spouses’ levels of cul-
ture participation is explicitly incorporated.
Previous studies tended to disregard this
interdependency, at least at the measure-
ment level. In short, the data on three birth
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cohorts from Dutch household surveys
show some evidence of declining male dom-
inance. Most of all, only for households in
which the wife was born before 1935 does
the education of her husband have a
stronger total effect than her own educa-
tion. For later cohorts the husband’s edu-
cation has about the same effect or even
less effect than her own education. Inter-
estingly, the results also suggest that the
total effect of the wife’s education on her
husband’s cultural behaviour has increased
over time.
In the second part of this study it has
been shown that the relative educational
positions make for a differential salience of
the education of the spouse. Using diagonal
reference models, we have compared
women who have a higher or lower edu-
cation than their husbands with men who
have a higher or lower education than their
wives. Following a status interpretation,
the less educated spouse is likely to max-
imize his or her status by adapting to the
cultural behaviour typical of the partner’s
higher educational category. This status
maximization hypothesis implies that male
dominance occurs because women have a
lower education than their husbands. Our
results clearly show the opposite. In
general, persons who are lower educated
than their spouses do not tend to have a
level of cultural participation that is more
characteristic of their spouses’ higher edu-
cation. In contrast, persons who are rela-
tively higher educated seem to take their
spouses’ lower education more strongly into
account. We may reason that the costs of a
lower level of participation for the higher
educated partner are less than vice versa.
Moreover, part of the male dominance in
the oldest cohort seems to be a consequence
of the fact that men give in less than women,
irrespective of their relative educational
positions. However, there appears to be a
trend in the cultural behaviour of men. The
salience of the wife’s education is increasing
across cohorts. In the youngest cohort there
is far more symmetry between the cultural
behaviour of both sexes. Such an inter-
pretation resembles recent ’gender per-
spective’ research on the division of
household labour and married women’s
economic dependency (e.g. Thompson &
Walker 1991; Brines 1994; South & Spitze
1994). These studies show the importance
of paying more attention to explanations
which are based on the ’gendered’ asym-
metrical nature of all kinds of everyday
interaction.
Using the phrases of Davis & Robinson
(1988), we may altogether conclude that
men have moved from relative ’inde-
pendence’ towards ’sharing’, while women
seem to have shifted from ’borrowing’
towards ’sharing’. Compared to the studies
on cross-class couples our findings suggest
that also in terms of education women’s
own position does matter. The conven-
tional view, which assumes male domin-
ance, does not hold. Not only women but
to an increasing extent also men are likely
to be influenced by their spouses’ positions.
Of course, the way we examined male
dominance does not cover all possibilities
of dominance. On the marriage market
people choose each other for a variety of
reasons. One selection criterion might be
the cultural preferences. It is conceivable
that the preferences of the male influence
the cultural behaviour of his spouse more
strongly than vice versa. We note that such
criticism also applies to other studies that
have resulted from the debate on women
and class analysis. If partners select each
other also on political grounds, the esti-
mation of the impact of class position on
political behaviour is not telling the whole
story either. Nonetheless, it is still of inter-
est to study the extent to which the
husband’s and wife’s educational attain-
ment is related to the behaviour of both.
By focusing attention on spouses’ relative
educational positions and the consequences
for their levels of culture participation, we
hope to have shown that the discussion on
gender inequality can be enriched.
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Notes
1 Of course, people tend to select a partner on
the basis of many criteria. One of them is prob-
ably also the cultural preferences. However,
given that people select partners on many criteria
implies that it is almost impossible to select a
partner who is exactly the same with respect to
each aspect of life. Therefore, it is likely that
partners in general differ to some extent with
respect to their cultural preferences. We have,
however, to assume that prior selection based on
cultural preferences does not affect the esti-
mation of the impact of education on cultural
behaviour.
2 For The Netherlands, it has been shown that
whereas in 1959 only in one out of twenty mar-
riages the wife had a higher education than the
husband, in 1985 this figure was one out of five
(Sixma & Ultee 1984; Dessens, Jansen & Ultee
1990).
3 Response rates were 69 per cent (1979), 66
per cent (1983), and 72 per cent (1987). There
are two reasons for restricting the data set to the
25-75 year age group. The first is to take an
age where most people have finished education.
Second, it can be assumed that many people
older than 75 will not be able to enjoy high levels
of culture participation due to physical conditions
(cf. De Graaf 1991). About 11 per cent did not
fall within the age interval between 25 and 75.
In 21 per cent of the cases the husband, the wife,
or both had missing values on one or more of the
variables. The data include cohabiting het-
erosexual couples comprising a small minority of
about 8 per cent.
4 We would have preferred to construct
cohorts on basis of spouses’ year of marriage.
However, these data were not available. The
results do not differ significantly if we choose
cohorts on basis of the husband’s year of birth.
5 Average values of the Kuder-Richardson
coefficient are 0.70 for husband’s culture par-
ticipation and 0.71 for wife’s culture partici-
pation. Table A1 in the Appendix provides some
additional information about these scales. The
cross-classification tables for each cohort show
a strong association between spouses’ levels of
participation in these cultural activities. As noted
the scales do not include the reading behaviour of
spouses. The number of books in the household is
only weakly related to the activities outside the
home, which is not uncommon in Dutch research
on culture participation (cf. Ganzeboom 1989).
6 Unlike, for example, in Britain and the USA,
years of education in The Netherlands is not a
good indicator for the level of education. The
categories used are pretty standard in Dutch
educational research. To avoid problems for
readers not familiar with the Dutch educational
system general terms are used here.
7 A consequence of including income is a rela-
tively high proportion of missing data. In case
people did not answer the question about their
income after taxes, the interviewer asked about
income before taxes. Both types of income were
made comparable and are combined into a single
household income variable. The five categories,
standardized on 1987, are: (1) less than 19,500,
(2) 19,500-27,500, (3) 27,500-37,500, (4)
37,500-56,000, and (5) 56,000 or more (Dutch
guilders, after taxes).
8 Work-related variables did not have any
significant impact after controlling for the other
variables. The important time-restriction is the
presence of young children.
9 For this model the equations to be estimated
simultaneously are: (1) y1 = &beta;12y2+ &gamma;11x +
&gamma;13x3 + &gamma;14x4 + &gamma;15x5 + &gamma;16x6+ &gamma;17x7 + &zeta;1; (2)
y2 = &beta;21y1+ &gamma;22x + &gamma;23x3 + &gamma;24x4 + &gamma;25x5 +
&gamma;26x6 + &gamma;27x7+ &zeta;2 in which y1: husband’s culture
participation, y2: wife’s culture participation, x1:
husband’s education, x2: wife’s education; x3:
wife’s age, x4: household income, x5: urban-
ization, x6: children aged 0-4, and x7: children
aged 5-11. Technically speaking, in such a non-
recursive system, established with a reciprocal
relation between two dependent variables, its
corresponding equations are only identified with
additional (a priori) restrictions. These are
mostly exclusion and equality restrictions on the
B and r matrix (e.g., Fisher 1966; Hanushek &
Jackson 1977; Kmenta 1986).
10 The baseline model includes 47 uncon-
strained parameters to account for the observed
covariances in the cohorts. Leaving aside a few
exceptions, households in which the wife was
born before 1935 no longer have children
younger than 12 years. Therefore, the cor-
responding parameters for the presence of chil-
dren are set fixed in the oldest cohort. So, while
for each of the two younger cohorts there are 17
free parameters, the number of free parameters
for the oldest cohort is 13.
11 The percentages of variance accounted for
vary across cohorts, between 56 per cent and 65
per cent. Included are residual effects on spouses’
levels of culture participation, which are uncor-
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related with the x-variables. Within each cohort
their size is almost equal for husband and wife.
Across cohorts the coefficients (&zeta;1 and &xi;2) vary
between 0.28 and 0.39. There are modest nega-
tive correlations between these two disturbance
terms (&zeta;3)’ Because such residual effects have
nothing to do with specified relations between
explanatory and dependent variables, they refer
to specific characteristics not related to spouses’
common cultural behaviour.
12 For a technical discussion of these models
compared with mainstream square additive
models, see Hendrickx et al. (1993). Instead of
Sobel’s term ’diagonal mobility models’ we use
the term ’diagonal reference models’ to avoid
confusion with Goodman’s loglinear diagonal
mobility models.
13 
yijk is the level of culture participation for k
individuals in cell ij. Subscript i refers to the
own educational category and j refers to the
educational category of the spouse. The par-
ameters &alpha;i and &alpha;j are population averages in
cell ii and cell jj under the condition that the
covariates take the theoretical value of zero.
These expressions can be seen as intercepts for
the diagonal reference categories. Eijk is a stoch-
astic error term with 0 as expected value. Leaving
aside the co-variates, &alpha;i is the estimated level of
culture participation for a individual who has a
spouse with the same education. With six edu-
cational levels there are six parameter estimates
that represent the diagonal population means
(&alpha;11 to &alpha;66). If the model represents the data
appropriately, p lies within the (0,1) interval (see
Hendnckx et al. 1993:342).
14 Diagonal reference models can be compared
with the likelihood ratio test L using the esti-
mator of the square root of the error variance &sigma;
of the nested models. L is estimated as (&sigma;f/n)N,
where &sigma;fis the estimate of &sigma; in the more general
model, &sigma;n the estimate of &sigma; in the nested model
and N is the sample size (see Sobel 1985:705).
Knowing that - 2(log)Lhas an asymptomatic
&chi;2(r) distribution, with r additional parameters
in the more general model, we can use this stat-
istic for comparing the models.
15 We also tested the possibility that over the
life course spouses grow more similar and that,
as a consequence, the impact of education will
vary over the life course as well. Several tests
with interaction effects between age (as a proxy
for duration of marriage) and education for each
cohort did not give any indication for such
effects. Furthermore, we tried some other linear
and nonlinear trend models with different &delta; par-
ameters for the upper and lower off-diagonal
cells of the table. None of them resulted in a
better representation of the data.
16 According to Model F we take (1-p) + &delta;,
that is (1 - 0.623) + 0.063 = 0.44 for the second
cohort, and (1-p) + &delta;*2, that is (1 - 0.623)
+ 0.126 = 0.499 for the youngest cohort.
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Table A2. Covariance matrices analysed.
Note: wCP: wife’s culture participation, HCP: husband’s culture participation, WED: wife’s education,
HED: husband’s education, INC: household income, AGE: wife’s age, u~ts: urbanization, cHl : children
aged 0-4, cH2: children aged 5-11. Cohort 1: wife bom before 1935 (N = 3,100), Cohort 2: wife born
between 1935 and 1949 (N = 3,540), Cohort 3: wife bom after 1949 (N = 2,725).
Source: Additional Investigation into Use of Social and Cultural Facilities, AVO 1979/1983/1987.
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Table A3. Parameter estimates for the effects on spouses’ levels of culture participation (model X2
15.19 df 17 from Table 1). Standard errors in parentheses.
Note: ss coefficients are within group standardized solutions. Cohort 1: wife born before 1935
(N = 3,100), Cohort 2: wife born between 1935 and 1949 (N = 3,540), Cohort 3: wife born after 1949
(N = 2,725).
Source: Additional Investigation into Use of Social and Cultural Facilities, AVO 1979/1983/1987.
* 
significant p < 0.05 * significant p < 0.01.
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